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The Acquisition of Generic Skills of
Culturally-diverse Student Cohorts
MONICA KENELEY∗ and BEVERLEY JACKLING∗∗
∗Deakin University, Australia ∗∗Victoria University, Australia
ABSTRACT The changing nature of higher education and the structure of graduate labour markets
have increased emphasis on employability and graduate outcomes. Universities have responded to
this changed environment by embedding generic skills in the curriculum. This paper examines the
generic skills that students perceived they acquired in their accounting studies in preparation for
graduate employment. Given the changed background profiles of students studying accounting
degree in Australia, and the employment difficulties they encounter on graduation, the study
specifically addresses the perceptions of students from diverse cultural backgrounds. The findings
demonstrate that, overall, students believed that their accounting course assisted in developing
generic skills, while differences in perceptions were identified between different cultural cohorts.
The research highlights the need to develop educational practices which embed generic skills
development in the curriculum in a way that maximises the opportunities for culturally-diverse
student cohorts to enhance their employment outcomes on graduation.
KEY WORDS: Generic skills, international students, curriculum, cultural diversity
Introduction
Debate over the types of skills and attributes required in the workplace has been ongoing
for several decades. It is an issue that crosses national borders and which has become a
focus of university educators in developed and emerging economies (Moreau and
Leathwood, 2006; Awayiga, Onumah and Tsamenyi, 2010). The changing nature of
higher education and the structure of graduate labour markets have increased emphasis
on employability and graduate outcomes, reflecting structural problems in graduate and
professional labour markets. These problems have become of greater interest to policy
makers since the so called ‘massification’ of higher education.
Within the accounting discipline, increased complexity and rapid change in the pro-
fessional role of the accountant has prompted the review and evaluation of university
accounting courses (e.g. in Australia, Mathews, Jackson and Brown, 1990; and in the
USA, AECC, 1990; Albrecht and Sack, 2000). A greater emphasis on graduate outcomes
has occurred as part of a growing trend, particularly in OECD countries. In the UK, it is
reported that debate about the employability of graduates is becoming an increasingly
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prominent matter for public comment (Moreau and Leathwood, 2006). Canada, USA, New
Zealand and Denmark have all introduced measures to promote an accepted set of generic
skills. In the USA, Albrecht and Sack (2000) argued that the conventional accounting curri-
culum taught in American universities was too narrow and outdated, and that students were
not being prepared adequately for employment in the modern business environment.
Discussion over the desired type and level of skills expected of accounting graduates has
been motivated by the shifting role of accountants as ‘knowledge professionals’ in the
international business environment (Howieson, 2003). A better mix of technical and
generic skills is seen as being necessary to address the diversity of business challenges.
Prior studies have indicated that the successful acquisition of particular skill sets within
a tertiary degree is related to students’ perceptions of the importance of these competen-
cies in the work environment (Usoff and Feldman, 1998; Arnold, Loan-Clark, Harrington
and Hart, 1999; Rainsbury, Hodges, Burchell and Lay, 2002).
Given the emphasis placed on generic skills in the employment market, the aim of this
study is to understand the generic skills that undergraduate students perceive they acquire
in their studies to prepare them for graduate employment. The study specifically dis-
tinguishes between international and local cohorts of students to identify whether there
are differences in perceptions of skill development in undergraduate accounting studies
(Birrell and Healy, 2008).
Identification of the perceptions of differing cohorts of students has become important
with the increased growth in international student numbers in universities in many
Western countries. In Australia, as part of a skilled migration program, international stu-
dents have been encouraged to complete degrees that are linked to occupations where there
are identified skill shortages. International students completing these degrees have tra-
ditionally been given additional points towards any application for permanent residency
(PR) in Australia (Birrell, 2006). This policy has been linked to the substantial growth
in the number of international students enrolled in accounting courses in Australia. Inter-
national students now make up approximately 51% of all commencing students in the
management and commerce field of study in the higher education sector (Department of
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, DEEWR, 2010). Approximately
83% of international student enrolments in Australia come from Asia, principally from
China and India (DEEWR, 2010). The Asian cohort of international students has been
growing nationally at a rate which is in excess of 10% per annum with an average
overall annual growth rate of 5.7% since 2005 (DEEWR, 2010).
The increased proportion of international students in Australian higher education has
raised concerns about the employability of these accounting graduates, particularly
given the opportunities provided via the migration policy to remain in the country. Of
specific concern has been whether international students acquire the range of generic
skills which are embedded in accounting courses and which are expected by employers
of accounting graduates (Birrell, 2006; Watty, 2007).
Bui and Porter (2010), in referencing the difference in expectations of employers and the
performance of graduates, have constructed a framework which indentifies the elements
contributing to an expectations-performance skills gap. One constraint affecting the devel-
opment of skills required by employers was students’ perceptions of the accounting
profession, their ability and aptitude. The current study examines the extent to which
accounting students perceive that they develop generic skills in their degree programme.
More specifically, the study distinguishes between the perceptions of international and
local students in the development of generic skills. With high numbers of international
students expected to enter the Australian workforce on completion of accounting
degrees, it is important to determine whether these students perceive that their accounting
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course contributes to the acquisition of a broad range of skills required of accountants.
In addition, this study also provides an understanding of the extent to which the embedding
of generic skills in the curriculum has narrowed the performance gap identified in studies
such as Bui and Porter (2010).
Accordingly two research questions are investigated:
RQ1 To what extent do students perceive that their undergraduate accounting degree studies
have contributed to the development of their generic skills?
RQ2 Are there differences in the perceptions of skill development between local and inter-
national students?
The next section of the paper commences with a review of the literature on the scope of
generic skills, their development in the university curriculum and the skills expected of
graduates entering the workforce, with an emphasis on international graduates. The
section that follows explains the research method adopted, the data collection methods
and analysis techniques employed. The fourth section discusses the results of the analysis
and their importance for accounting education. The paper concludes with recommen-
dations for future research and possible directions for educators and professional
accounting bodies in preparing accounting students to meet the needs of a changing
global business environment.
Literature Review
Professional accounting bodies in Australia, New Zealand and the UK have sponsored
studies designed to identify the desired competencies of professional accountants (e.g.
in Australia and New Zealand, Birkett, 1993; in the UK, the ICAEW, 1996). These
studies have identified that professional accountants require technical skills as well as a
range of more generic behavioural and cognitive skills. Generic skills have become an
important component of professional practice and curriculum design. Hence, initially
the literature review will focus broadly on the importance of generic skills before consid-
ering generic skill classification, generic skill integration into the curriculum as well as key
stakeholders’ perceptions.
Over the past two decades there has been a shift in emphasis in university education
away from the concept of ‘graduateness’ to that of employability. ‘Graduateness’ refers
to the deeper knowledge and understanding that comes with study for a university quali-
fication. Employability is associated with the enhanced prospects for employment and
career progression from degree studies. With this shift has come a growing emphasis on
a broadening of the skill base to include personal skills, which will prepare graduates
for the workplace (Glover, Law and Youngman, 2002; Walsh and Kotzee, 2010).
In the UK, the Dearing Report (National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education,
NCIHE, 1997) recommended the development of communication, numeracy, technology
and ‘learning how to learn skills’ at a higher level within all subjects. These generic skills
are further defined in the subject benchmark statements released by the UK’s Quality
Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA, 2007). In Australia, universities now
require that graduates acquire a ‘generally accepted’ set of generic skills as part of their
studies. The development of these skills has been typically embedded within degree
courses across each university. This type of university-wide policy demonstrates the
desire of universities to develop generic skills which encompass lifelong learning,
technical training, oral, written and interpersonal skills, as well as exposure to organis-
ational and information technology skills.1
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Broadening the skill base in university teaching programs to meet a set of generally
accepted graduate attributes has been proposed to provide more competent practitioners
who are adaptable to a constantly changing work environment. In the 1990s, professional
accounting bodies advocated the inclusion of generic skills in university teaching pro-
grams. In the USA, the Accounting Education Change Commission (AECC, 1990) set
out the desired capabilities which accounting courses should develop in students. The
AECC argued that accounting degrees should prepare graduates to become (not to be)
professional accountants when first entering the workforce. They emphasised fostering
broadly-based communication and interpersonal skills (AECC, 1990). Australian and
New Zealand accounting bodies agreed on a similar approach. A study commissioned
by the major accounting bodies in Australia and New Zealand formed the basis of the
development of the competency requirements of accounting graduates (Birkett, 1993).
The key professional accounting bodies in Australia now require generic skills to be incor-
porated in the accounting curriculum of universities (ICAA/CPA Australia, 2009). Sin,
Jones and Petocz (2007) indicate that generic skills have been promoted consistently by
employers and academic boards across Australia and New Zealand.
Arguments put forward for incorporating generic skills in the curriculum have been
prompted by concerns regarding the employability and work-readiness of graduates. The
re-evaluation of higher education systems (which many universities have undertaken
since the 1990s) suggests that this is just one of several reasons for the increasing emphasis
on skills-based educational outcomes (Nunan, Rigmor and McCausland, 2000; Bowden,
Hart, King, Trigwell andWatts, 2000). Employers, educators and graduates have acknowl-
edged the need for educational processes to encourage the development of well-rounded,
socially-responsible graduates. Employers have increasingly called for a broadening of
the graduate skill base. Employers in both the UK and Spain viewed the development of
non-technical (generic) skills as being essential for the practice of management accounting
(Hassall, Joyce, ArqueroMonta˜no andDonaso Anes, 2005). Employers also believed it was
the responsibility of universities to develop these skills within the student body. Studies of
the views of graduates also indicate an awareness of the importance of generic skills in
enhancing career prospects (Rainsbury, Hodges, Burchell and Lay, 2002).
Debate over what constitutes the skill base an accounting graduate should have acquired
during university study is compounded by the lack of distinction between capabilities and
competencies (Rainsbury et al., 2002). Competencies derive from a more vocational
approach to education. Definitions of what constitutes a competency-based approach
vary, but a common thread is the focus on workplace outcomes (Boritz and Carnaghan,
2003). The International Federation of Accountants (IFAC) defines competence as the
ability to perform a work task to a defined standard with reference to real working environ-
ments (IFAC, 2001). Capabilities, on the other hand, relate to knowledge, skills and per-
sonal qualities needed to perform specific tasks. This interchange of terms has blurred
understanding of the nature of skill development (Boritz and Carnaghan, 2003). In this
respect, knowledge of differing perceptions of skill requirements can provide insights
into the outcomes of the shift in educational emphasis to employability.
The classification of generic skills
Although there is widespread debate on what constitutes the generic skills of a university
graduate (e.g. Barrie, 2006; Bridgstock, 2009; Fallows and Stevens, 2000), categorisation
of the main features of skills brings us closer to a common understanding. Nunan et al.
(2000) identified four main categories of skills:
608 M. Keneley and B. Jackling
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
7:1
9 0
7 F
eb
ru
ary
 20
12
 
. First, the discipline-specific knowledge which underpins the course of study.
. Second, the understanding which derives from applying, communicating and evaluating
that body of knowledge.
. Third, the dimensions of service which follow from the graduate’s appreciation of
broader community and social responsibilities.
. Fourth, the development of personal skills and the capacity for employment.
In basic terms, generic skills are those skills which are required if one is to be deemed com-
petent in the discipline, in more general analytical and problem-solving skills, in appreciative
skills which reflect broader social value frameworks, and in personal skills which reflect the
employability of the graduate in his/her chosen field (Nunan et al., 2000).
The classification proposed by Nunan et al. (2000) reflects the skills requirements
adopted by accounting bodies such as CPA Australia. This organisation has identified a
comprehensive list of skills required of accounting graduates. These skills are divided
into cognitive skills and behavioural skills; and then further classified into five sub cat-
egories - routine skills, analytic skills, appreciative skills, personal skills, and interpersonal
skills (ICAA/CPA Australia, 2009). Figure 1 provides an overview of the skill categories
expected to be developed in university accounting courses accredited by CPA Australia.
The cognitive skills include routine skills (report and essay writing and computer literacy),
analytic/design skills (problem solving, analytical reasoning and interpretation of data) and
appreciative skills (making complex and creative judgments, thinking and acting critically).
The generic skills that relate to behavioural skills include personal skills (handling
oneself in different situations, acting strategically, and focusing on outcomes) as well as
interpersonal skills (people skills, listening, communication and empathy, understanding
group dynamics). Although communication skills are not listed as being a separate skills
area, they are incorporated into many other areas. It is acknowledged by the professional
body that the ability to communicate clearly and precisely is highly valued by employers
and by professional accounting bodies worldwide (ICAA/CPA Australia, 2009).
A consideration in the generic skills debate is how these skills are developed in courses
of study. Bowden et al. (2000) argued that the acquisition of a skill set involves a process
in which students become increasingly accomplished over time. This implies a holistic
approach to their degree studies in which skill development is fully integrated into the edu-
cational process as students progress through their course. Alternative approaches include
Figure 1. Generic skills hierarchy (ICAA/CPA Australia, 2009).
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the ‘bolting on’ of modules designed to foster specific skills, and the parallel development
of skills outside the specific course curriculum (Cranmer, 2006).
A key argument for embedding skill development into the teaching unit is that the
development of such skills is more relevant when placed within the context of the disci-
pline under study (e.g. Clanchy and Ballard, 1995; Bowden et al., 2000; Barrie, 2004;
Hancock et al., 2009b). Increasingly, there has been recognition that technical skills
need to be accompanied by non-accounting skills to ‘enable the professional accountant
to make successful use of the knowledge gained through education’ (IFAC, 1996,
p. 16). Therefore, in preparing accounting graduates for employment, the curriculum
should incorporate a range of technical and generic skills.
In Australia, professional accounting bodies (such as CPAAustralia) expect generic skills
to be integrated into the core curriculum of accounting courses. This is a requisite of the
course accreditation processes undertaken by university accounting departments. The
message which professional associations have conveyed to university educators is that
generic skills are a requirement of competent professional practice and that they are highly
valued by employers (ICCA/CPA, 2009). Typically, such skills have been developed in
units of study via case studies, small group discussion, debates, group assignments,
problem-solving tasks, and simulated decision-making in complex and ambiguous situations.
Stakeholders’ Perceptions about Generic Skill Development
One particular issue that has a direct bearing on the success of university programs in fos-
tering skill development and positive graduate employment outcomes are the perceptions
of generic skill development (Hancock et al., 2009a). University courses which success-
fully foster skills development have a high probability of narrowing what De Lange,
Jackling and Gut (2006) refer to as an expectation gap. They assert that an expectation
gap occurs between graduates and employers in terms of the types of skills that each
group believes is required to pursue a successful career in accounting. For example, a
UK study of management students found that they had positive perceptions of generic
skill development. However, their perceptions of the value placed on specific skills dif-
fered from those of employers (Arnold et al., 1999). A study of accounting undergraduates
at an American college found that, although students recognised the importance of generic
skills, they did not rank them as highly as technical skills (Usoff and Feldman, 1998). An
Australian study conducted by Kavanagh and Drennan (2008) found that, whilst there was
some agreement between students and employers in terms of skills required in the work-
place, the importance which each group placed on specific skills differed. Further, a
national study of graduates, employers and academics which sought feedback about the
employment skills set of business graduates identified that the greatest area of skill
deficiency expressed by the three stakeholder groups was the development of team
skills (Oliver, Whelan, Hunt and Hammer, 2011).
Awareness of skill competency also differs between student cohorts. A study of recent
graduates from Australian universities found that international students rated their level of
competency in generic skills lower than that of local graduates (Graduate Careers Australia,
2008). The study also showed that international students were less confident over obtaining
employment in their chosen profession, given their perceived level of generic skills.
Differences in perceptions of generic skill requirements for employment between
employers and graduates lead to labour market problems such as the inability of graduates
to gain employment. This has been the case recently in Australia, where university stu-
dents from differing educational and cultural backgrounds have found it difficult to
acquire employment, often because employers perceive that they lack the required
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standard of generic skills. Birrell (2006) has reported that recent accounting graduates who
were former international students struggle to find positions as accountants largely because
they are perceived as lacking some generic skills, specifically communication skills.
Reconciling the different perceptions held by various stakeholders (e.g. employers and
graduates) has strong potential to provide a greater understanding of the problems associ-
ated with synchronising skill requirements for employment.
This paper contributes to the literature and adds a further dimension to the debate about
skills and skills levels, by investigating the extent to which undergraduates perceive that
their studies specifically aid the development of generic skills.
Research Method
Development of Generic Skills in the Accounting Curriculum
Feedback from students undertaking a second year course at an Australian university was
sought. The focus of the project was on students’ views midway through their course in
order to gauge the perceptions of those currently undertaking a program which had
embedded generic skill development in the curriculum. Other research has considered
the perceptions of graduates and employers (De Lange et al., 2006; Jackling and De
Lange, 2009).
This unit of study involved was one of six accounting units included in the undergradu-
ate accounting degree program accredited by CPA Australia.2 To ensure a comprehensive
coverage of generic skill development throughout the degree course, the Programme
Director (in consultation with unit coordinators), ensures that each unit covers a range
of the specified generic skills. The university in question also has an explicit operational
policy requiring that a set of generic skills be incorporated into all academic programs.
A further requirement is that these skills and attributes must be documented and commu-
nicated to students in each unit of their study. This unit is the second accounting unit
studied by students undertaking an accounting major. The technical content incorporates
introductory financial reporting (income, statement of financial position (Balance Sheet)
and Cash Flow Statements), double entry accounting, journals, ledgers, balance day
adjustments, closing entries, together with an overview of the conceptual framework
which underpins the International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS).
Integrated in the curriculum of the three year accounting degree programme is a set of
generic skills, consistent with the requirements for professional accounting accreditation.
It is not anticipated that each unit of study in the accounting course addresses all core cur-
riculum generic skills areas shown in Figure 1. Instead, it is envisaged that the skills devel-
opment will be integrated across the three years of the undergraduate degree course. The
course (via the nature of assessment tasks), anticipates that students will develop a com-
mitment to ethical behaviour, enhance their capacity to think and act independently,
improve their ability to think creatively, and improve flexibility in new/different situ-
ations. Tutorial classes emphasising presentation skills are not included in this unit. The
cognitive skills include analytic/design skills and appreciative skills, with a focus on
problem-solving and the interpretation of data, and reports interwoven with the technical
aspects of the curriculum. Assessment tasks incorporate several of these skills. For
example, analytic skills and appreciative skills form part of the formal testing process
of progressive assessment and in final examinations. The behavioural skills are assessed
more subtlety via students’ ability to organise their study schedules to meet deadlines,
and adaptation of learning to meet the challenges of a relatively independent teaching
The Acquisition of Generic Skills of Culturally-diverse Student Cohorts 611
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model. This approach to learning differs from that experienced in prior studies at
secondary school and alternate entry pathways to university.3
Data Collection
The data were collected via questionnaires completed by 437 students undertaking the
second unit in the accounting major as part of their undergraduate studies in an Australian
bachelor’s degree. The questionnaire collected background information relating to gender,
entry pathway, and country of permanent residence.4 The focus of the questionnaire was
on students’ perceptions of the contribution of their undergraduate accounting studies to
the development of generic skills. The selection of generic skills was further informed
by prior research (De Lange et al., 2006; Hellier, Keneley, Carr and Lynch, 2004). The
methodology also draws on work undertaken by the Australian Chamber of Commerce
and Industry (2002) which developed an employability skills framework which summar-
ises the generic skills that employers expect of university graduates. Further refinement of
the questionnaire was undertaken following interviews with employers and accounting
graduates in Australia, China, Hong Kong and Taiwan.
A series of specific generic skills were listed and students were asked to rate the extent
to which they believed that their studies contributed to the development of these skills.
Skills referred to decision-making, problem-solving, adaptive and teamwork competen-
cies, as well as to critical thinking and reasoning skills. Issues related to ethical and
moral judgment were also included (see Appendix 1 for relevant components of the ques-
tionnaire). The selected items were broadly based on the accreditation requirements for
generic skill development set by professional accounting bodies in Australia (e.g.
ICAA/CPA Australia, 2009).
The questionnaire was completed in the final week of the semester for the unit of study.
All students surveyed undertook the unit at the same time. This timing of distribution
enabled students to reflect on the contribution of their studies to the development of
generic skills, taking into consideration all aspects of the course, including delivery of
content and various assessment tasks. The analysis of the contribution of undergraduate
study to the development of generic skills involved the collection of descriptive statistics.
A one-way analysis of variance was used to test for differences in perceptions of generic
skill development between local and international students.
Descriptive Statistics
The 437 responses represented a response rate of approximately 64 per cent, based on the
number of students sitting the final examination in the unit surveyed. This level of
response is typically seen as being acceptable when employing a survey method
(Sekaran, 1992; Zikmund, 2000). Two hundred and seven respondents were male and
227 female (three respondents did not identify their gender). Of the 437 respondents,
30% (133) were local students and 70% (303) international students with one non-ident-
ified. Table 1 shows that the majority of international students were from China (43.9%),
Hong Kong (14.5%) and Sri Lanka (9.9%). The high representation of international stu-
dents from China is typical of undergraduate courses in Australia. Of the 303 international
students who participated in the survey, 284 responded to the question about intention to
seek permanent residency in Australia. Of these 284, there were 237 (78.2% of all inter-
national students) who indicated that they intended to seek permanent residence in
Australia once they have completed their studies. This result demonstrates that this
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pathway to permanent residency under the existing migration laws was important for inter-
national students undertaking undergraduate accounting studies.
Table 1 also details the characteristics of the respondents, including entry pathway.
Given the different pathways provided to university study, only 35% of the sample
entered the second year of study from the traditional pathway (i.e. from having studied
first year accounting at the university where the study was conducted). International stu-
dents typically enter university—and specifically accredited accounting courses—via
diverse pathways (see end note 3) and, to a lesser extent, via direct entry to first year uni-
versity courses. Further analysis (not shown in this study) indicated that international stu-
dents were highly represented in alternative entry pathways.
Since the introduction of government measures making the study of accounting more
attractive to overseas students, the commerce and management enrolments as a proportion
of all enrolments in universities by international students have grown exponentially
(DEEWR, 2010). The country of origin of international enrolments in business degrees
in Australian universities has also shifted to reflect changes in motivation to study
accounting. The traditional markets for recruiting international students to study in Aus-
tralia (for example, Malaysia and Singapore) have typically experienced a decline in
enrolments. These students have been replaced by growing enrolments from China,
India and South Korea (Birrell and Rapson, 2005). The country of origin of international
students surveyed was typical of that experienced in the recent influx of overseas students
studying accounting in Australia. The proportion of students from China (43.9% of inter-
national students in this sample) is representative of the blend of international students
Table 1. Descriptive statistics n ¼ 437
Frequency Per cent
Gender
Male 207 47.4
Female 227 51.9
No response 3 0.7
Residence
Australia 133 30.4
Overseas 303 69.3
Missing 1 0.2
Country of permanent residence—overseas (n ¼ 303)
China 133 43.9
Hong Kong 44 14.5
Indonesia 23 7.6
Sri Lanka 30 9.9
Other Asian countries 43 14.1
Other non Asian countries 18 6.0
Missing 12 4.0
Intention to seek permanent residence—overseas (n ¼ 303)
Yes 237 78.2
Missing 19 6.3
Entry pathway—first year studies
First year university 155 35.5
Alternative pathways (credit transfers) 279 63.8
Missing 3 0.7
The Acquisition of Generic Skills of Culturally-diverse Student Cohorts 613
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studying at the undergraduate level. International students from India and to some extent
South Korea are more highly represented in postgraduate accounting degree courses in
Australia.
While non-response bias is always a concern, a comparison of broader university stu-
dents’ profile descriptors and respondents’ demographics suggest that responses captured
a ‘typical’ population of undergraduate accounting students studying at the second year
level in several Australian universities. This conclusion is supported by the research of
Birrell (2006) who has highlighted the expansion of overseas student enrolments in
accounting degrees in Australia.5
Results
Students’ perceptions of the extent to which their undergraduate accounting studies have
promoted the development of various generic skills were measured in this study. A five-
point Likert-type scale was used. Students were asked to rate whether their degree studies
had contributed to the development of the skills listed. Ratings varied from a score of 1 ¼
‘no contribution’ to generic skill development to a score of 5 ¼ ‘great contribution’ to
skill development, with a mid-point score of 3 indicating neutrality. Table 2 shows, in des-
cending order, the results of the initial analysis for the mean scores for each of the generic
skills in total, for all respondents. The results suggest that, on average, students perceive
that their studies contribute to generic skill development.
Table 2 shows that respondents perceive their accounting studies had made the greatest
contribution to the development of the generic skill ‘thinking and reasoning logically’ with
an overall mean score of 3.91 out of a possible score of 5. Other generic skills ranked
highly by respondents were the ability to ‘solve problems’ (mean of 3.87) and ‘be open
to new ideas and possibilities’ (3.81). For the most part, the generic skills that were
more highly rated linked with the technical content of the curriculum of the unit of
accounting study. For example, thinking and reasoning logically, solving problems and
adapting knowledge to new situations reflects the nature of the tasks completed by students
in classrooms. Students complete set problem-solving tasks in tutorial groups and in lec-
tures. Behavioural skills were overall perceived by students to be less well developed in
their studies to date. For instance, their responses suggest that students did not believe
that team working skills were developed to an acceptable level in their studies and were
the lowest ranked skill with a mean of 3.4.
Table 2. Descriptive statistics: Perceptions of generic skill acquisition
Generic skill item n Meana Std deviation
Think and reason logically 430 3.91 0.772
Solve problems 432 3.87 0.779
Adapt knowledge to new situations 433 3.82 0.821
Open to new possibilities 430 3.81 0.826
Make decisions 432 3.75 0.791
Work with minimum supervision 428 3.73 0.927
Think creatively 431 3.67 0.886
Make and take responsibility 431 3.66 0.886
Understand ethical implications of decisions 432 3.54 0.890
Question accepted wisdom 430 3.48 0.833
Work in a team 434 3.41 0.974
aIn descending order.
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The difference in perceptions of international and local students was tested with refer-
ence to the generic skills built into the curriculum of the unit of study of the undergraduate
accounting course. The generic skills were broadly categorised according to the framework
shown in Figure 1. This categorisation, based on the earlier Birkett (1993) framework,
helped facilitate discussion of the skills between the two student cohorts consistent with
the accreditation guidelines of the professional accounting bodies. Table 3 shows the
differences in means between the two groups within each of the two main categories,
cognitive skills and behavioural skills, as outlined in Figure 1.
A one-way analysis of variance was used to test for the significance of differences in the
means for each of the items related to perceptions of generic skill development for local
and international students. The independent variable was residence. Local students were
categorised as ‘0’ and international students as ‘1’. The analysis of variance was based
on the null hypothesis that there was no significant difference in the perceptions of
generic skill development between local and international students. Table 4 shows the
results of the one-way analysis of variance for each of the items that were classified as
either behavioural or cognitive type generic skills.
Table 4 reveals that there were significant differences between perceptions of the devel-
opment of two of the four cognitive type generic skills between local and international stu-
dents: thinking and reason logically (F ¼ 4.278 df 1 P ,0.05 ) and decision-making skills
(F ¼ 3.796, df 1, P ¼ 0.05). Table 3 shows that the means for ‘think and reason logically’
and ‘making decisions’, was higher for international students when compared with local
students (local student mean ¼ 3.80, international student mean ¼ 3.97; local student
mean ¼ 3.64; international student mean ¼ 3.80).
In terms of behavioural skills, Table 4 shows that there were significant differences
between local and international students on four of the six skill types: questioning accepted
Table 3. Comparison of generic skill development: Local and international students
n Mean Std deviation
Cognitive skills
Think and reason logically Local 133 3.80 0.900
International 296 3.97 0.696
Make decisions Local 133 3.64 0.882
International 298 3.80 0.738
Solve problems Local 133 3.80 0.874
International 298 3.90 0.725
Adapt knowledge to new situations Local 133 3.77 0.910
International 299 3.85 0.773
Behavioural skills
Understand ethical implications of decisions Local 132 3.48 0.928
International 299 3.58 0.869
Question accepted wisdom Local 132 3.30 0.971
International 297 3.57 0.746
Open to new possibilities Australia 132 3.73 0.917
International 297 3.84 0.783
Work in a team Local 133 3.27 1.009
International 300 3.48 0.952
Think creatively Local 133 3.38 0.983
International 297 3.80 0.804
Make and take responsibility Local 133 3.47 0.942
International 297 3.74 0.849
The Acquisition of Generic Skills of Culturally-diverse Student Cohorts 615
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
7:1
9 0
7 F
eb
ru
ary
 20
12
 
T
a
b
le
4
.
A
n
al
y
si
s
o
f
v
ar
ia
n
ce
re
.
g
en
er
ic
sk
il
ls
:
In
te
rn
at
io
n
al
an
d
lo
ca
l
st
u
d
en
ts
.
S
u
m
o
f
S
q
u
ar
es
d
f
M
ea
n
sq
u
ar
e
F
S
ig
.
C
o
g
n
it
iv
e
sk
il
ls
T
h
in
k
an
d
re
as
o
n
lo
g
ic
al
ly
B
et
w
ee
n
g
ro
u
p
s
2
.5
0
1
1
2
.5
0
1
4
.2
7
8
0
.0
3
9
W
it
h
in
g
ro
u
p
s
2
4
9
.6
4
4
4
2
7
0
.5
8
5
T
o
ta
l
2
5
2
.1
4
5
4
2
8
M
ak
e
d
ec
is
io
n
s
B
et
w
ee
n
g
ro
u
p
s
2
.3
4
1
1
2
.3
4
1
3
.7
9
6
0
.0
5
2
W
it
h
in
g
ro
u
p
s
2
6
4
.5
9
6
4
2
9
0
.6
1
7
T
o
ta
l
2
6
6
.9
3
7
4
3
0
S
o
lv
e
p
ro
b
le
m
s
B
et
w
ee
n
g
ro
u
p
s
0
.8
8
6
1
0
.8
8
6
1
.4
7
9
0
.2
2
5
W
it
h
in
g
ro
u
p
s
2
5
7
.0
9
5
4
2
9
0
.5
9
9
T
o
ta
l
2
5
7
.9
8
1
4
3
0
A
d
ap
t
k
n
o
w
le
d
g
e
to
n
ew
si
tu
at
io
n
s
B
et
w
ee
n
g
ro
u
p
s
0
.5
1
9
1
0
.5
1
9
0
.7
7
6
0
.3
7
9
W
it
h
in
g
ro
u
p
s
2
8
7
.4
6
1
4
3
0
0
.6
6
9
T
o
ta
l
2
8
7
.9
7
9
4
3
1
B
eh
a
v
io
u
ra
l
sk
il
ls
U
n
d
er
st
an
d
et
h
ic
al
im
p
li
ca
ti
o
n
s
o
f
d
ec
is
io
n
s
B
et
w
ee
n
g
ro
u
p
s
0
.9
4
0
1
0
.9
4
0
1
.1
9
4
0
.2
7
5
W
it
h
in
g
ro
u
p
s
3
3
7
.8
3
5
4
2
9
0
.7
8
7
T
o
ta
l
3
3
8
.7
7
5
4
3
0
Q
u
es
ti
o
n
ac
ce
p
te
d
w
is
d
o
m
B
et
w
ee
n
g
ro
u
p
s
6
.8
3
9
1
6
.8
3
9
1
0
.1
2
9
0
.0
0
2
W
it
h
in
g
ro
u
p
s
2
8
8
.3
1
2
4
2
7
0
.6
7
5
T
o
ta
l
2
9
5
.1
5
2
4
2
8
O
p
en
to
n
ew
p
o
ss
ib
il
it
ie
s
B
et
w
ee
n
g
ro
u
p
s
1
.1
9
8
1
1
.1
9
8
1
.7
5
3
0
.1
8
6
W
it
h
in
g
ro
u
p
s
2
9
1
.7
4
4
4
2
7
0
.6
8
3
T
o
ta
l
2
9
2
.9
4
2
4
2
8
W
o
rk
in
a
te
am
B
et
w
ee
n
g
ro
u
p
s
3
.9
1
0
1
3
.9
1
0
4
.1
6
0
0
.0
4
2
W
it
h
in
g
ro
u
p
s
4
0
5
.0
9
2
4
3
1
0
.9
4
0
T
o
ta
l
4
0
9
.0
0
2
4
3
2
T
h
in
k
cr
ea
ti
v
el
y
B
et
w
ee
n
g
ro
u
p
s
1
6
.0
4
2
1
1
6
.0
4
2
2
1
.5
4
2
0
W
it
h
in
g
ro
u
p
s
3
1
8
.7
2
3
4
2
8
0
.7
4
5
T
o
ta
l
3
3
4
.7
6
5
4
2
9
M
ak
e
an
d
ta
k
e
re
sp
o
n
si
b
il
it
y
B
et
w
ee
n
g
ro
u
p
s
6
.3
8
7
1
6
.3
8
7
8
.2
6
7
0
.0
0
4
W
it
h
in
g
ro
u
p
s
3
3
0
.6
7
3
4
2
8
0
.7
7
3
T
o
ta
l
3
3
7
.0
6
0
4
2
9
616 M. Keneley and B. Jackling
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
7:1
9 0
7 F
eb
ru
ary
 20
12
 
wisdom, working in a team, thinking creatively, and making and taking responsibility. In
each instance where there were significant differences, the mean score for international
students was higher than for local students (see Table 3). Of particular note is the differ-
ence between means for the items questioning accepted wisdom (local student mean ¼
3.30; international student mean ¼ 3.57) and think creatively (local student mean ¼
3.38; international student mean ¼ 3.80). These differences suggest that the curriculum
design results in different learning experiences for the two cohorts, which exposes inter-
national students to behavioural skills which may not have featured in their previous edu-
cational experiences. In contrast, local students have had prior learning experiences in first
year university studies and/or in secondary school studies which are aligned more closely
to the development of these types of skills. Thus, the results suggest that the accounting
curriculum tends to produce different learning experiences for local and international
students in terms of generic skills.
Discussion
In the decade and a half since major reviews into accounting education recommended a
change in emphasis, university curricula have evolved to incorporate generic skill devel-
opment as a core objective. Until recently there has been little assessment of stakeholders’
perceptions of such skill development. This study has assessed one aspect of stakeholders’
perceptions—namely, how students view the skills they acquire in their accounting
studies.
The results indicate that students perceive that their accounting degree studies
contribute to the development of generic skills. However, some skills are perceived to
be integrated more intensively into the curriculum than others. A number of cognitive
skills were ranked highly e.g. think and reason logically (mean ¼ 3.91), solve problems
(mean ¼ 3.87), and adapt knowledge to new situations (mean ¼ 3.82). Behavioural
skills such as open to new possibilities (mean ¼ 3.81) was also ranked highly. Overall,
however, behavioural skills were ranked lower than cognitive skills. These differences
may have significance in terms of labour market expectations. De Lange et al. (2006)
found that behavioural skills were ranked very highly by employers in Australia. If stu-
dents do not perceive that they are acquiring these skills, they may be unable to demon-
strate effectively the required degree of competency to prospective employers. In the
present study it would appear that students perceive that behavioural skills are important,
with international students in particular identifying that their accounting studies contribu-
ted to this area of skill development. A related aspect is the impact of students’ perceptions
on their motivation to learn. Kavanagh and Drennan (2008) suggest that students’ motiv-
ation to learn and acquire skills is influenced by their perceptions of the relevance of
specific skills. The degree of skill acquisition may be influenced by the fact that students
perceive some skills to be more important than others, particularly if certain skills form
some part of the assessment process. If this is the case it has further implications for the
successful integration of generic skills into the curriculum.
Overall, analysis of the contribution of undergraduate studies to the development of
generic skills suggests that international students perceive that their course aids develop-
ment of generic skills more so than local students. Two main reasons are proposed to
explain this difference. First, international students tend to enter their studies at the
second year level. Consequently, the curriculum content in these pathways may have
varying degrees of emphasis on the development of generic skills when compared with
the traditional university curriculum. Second, the results—at least in part, can be explained
by the potential differences in the education models of the two cohorts which produce
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different learning environments. Given that a large proportion of the international students
originated from China and Hong Kong (58.4%), the Chinese setting for their prior studies
will have contributed to the differences in the findings for international students when
compared with local students. Prior research indicates that Chinese teachers typically
concentrate on passing technical knowledge on to students and make little attempt to
develop students’ learning abilities and skills (Xiao and Dyson, 1999). Xiao and Dyson
(1999) suggest that techniques to develop generic skills, such as small group discussion,
student presentations and group work assignments are rarely used in China, although
case studies and essay writing are becoming more popular.
TheWestern teaching environment which international students, particularly those from
China, encounter in their studies in Australia assists in explaining the significant differ-
ences in their perceptions of skill development. The items within the factor ‘behavioural
skills’, including the development of the questioning of accepted wisdom, thinking
creatively, thinking and reasoning logically, serve to demonstrate the contrast from the
traditional Chinese learning environment that many students may have undertaken prior
to the commencement of their studies in Australia.
In some aspects of their evaluation of the contribution of their studies to developing cog-
nitive generic skills such as problem-solving and adapting knowledge to new situations, no
significant differences were found between international and local students. However, in
both instances the mean for the international cohort was greater than for the local cohort,
which indicates that the learning environment was still an influential factor.
Conclusion
The outcomes of the current study indicate that, from an overall perspective, students have
positive perceptions about the way in which the accounting curriculum fosters generic skill
development. This supports earlier findings such as that of Arnold et al. (1999). However,
there is a suggestion that students perceive that their accounting studies have contributed
more to the development of some types of generic skills than others. Results also indicate a
difference in perceptions between local and international students—particularly in relation
to behavioural skills. In general, international students believe that their studies are con-
tributing more to the development of these skills than is the case for local students.
This finding is important given that prior studies (e.g. De Lange et al., 2006) have high-
lighted that behavioural skills are highly regarded by employers in Australia when recruit-
ing accounting graduates.
The findings from this study provide a basis for further extension of inquiry which
would provide educators and professional bodies with a more complete picture of skill
integration into the curriculum. For example, further investigation of the level of
generic skills displayed by recent graduates is warranted. This would provide useful
feedback for accounting educators on the contribution that undergraduate studies make
to the development of these skills as a preparation for employment. Similarly, a study
of employers’ perceptions of graduate competence, particularly international graduate
competence, would indicate the degree to which graduates are able to integrate their
learning into the work environment. In future studies, accounting educators should con-
sider using structured interactive feedback based on small group discussion in each year
level, (along the lines proposed by Lizzio, Wilson and Simons, 2002) to monitor the
changes in students’ perceptions of the development of generic skills.
The preceding findings are subject to various limitations, including that the study was
conducted in one university at one point in time. In addition, the study indicates students’
perceptions of generic skills partway through their university studies of accounting but not
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taking into account the number of units each student has undertaken. The separation of the
sample into sub-samples based on the number of accounting units undertaken may provide
better insights into whether different levels of progress in the accounting course leads to
different levels of skills development. Furthermore, a pre-test and post-test of students’
perceptions would have provided a superior measure of perceived skill development. It
is also acknowledged that students develop generic skills in a range of units of study
and from their own experiences, particularly from work experience opportunities. The
study also assumes that local students are a relatively homogeneous group accustomed
to a Western educational environment. Similarly, international students are grouped
together although high proportions are from Asian cultural backgrounds and, as a conse-
quence, are less likely to have been exposed to Western educational approaches. These
limitations need to be taken into account when interpreting the results, and are worthy
of consideration in terms of the design of future studies addressing generic skill
development.
Despite these limitations, the results of this study indicate that, overall, the incorpor-
ation of generic skills into the accounting education course is positively perceived as
being successful by students. However, the study has highlighted that students perceive
some deficiencies in their acquisition of generic skills. Additionally, the differences in
perceptions of skill development between international and local students suggest that
international students perceive the academic environment to be an important source of
generic skill development. Therefore, it is critical that accounting educators consider cur-
riculum development initiatives which maximise opportunities for diverse student cohorts
to develop skills that are required to compete in global graduate employment markets.
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Notes
1Many alternative terms are used to describe generic skills. In the USA generic skills are some times referred
to as transferable skills or ‘workplace know-how’. In the UK terms such as core skills or personal skills are
terms used more frequently to denote generic skills. Hancock et al. (2009a, p. 28) has a more comprehensive
listing of alternate names for generic skills based on country of usage.
2CPA Australia is one of three professional bodies in Australia. The other professional bodies, Institute of
Chartered Accountants in Australia (ICAA) and the Institute of Public Accountants (formerly known as
the National Institute of Accountants (NIA)) have similar requirements for the professional recognition
of undergraduate accounting courses for entry to the professional body as associate members. On com-
pletion of requisite additional requirements (including work experience and completion of units of
study), associate members become qualified accountants. Students would typically take one unit of account-
ing in their first year, two units in the second year and three units in the third year.
3Alternative pathways include completion of equivalent first year studies with technical and further education
colleges, completion of one-year diploma courses with registered private providers, twinning programmes
with partnered universities off-shore. These educational experiences are generally in small classrooms, in
contrast to the large lecture environment at second year university.
4Country of permanent residence was used to distinguish Australian residents (‘local’ students) from students
from other countries (classified as ‘international’ students).
5It is impossible to obtain from DEEWR the number of students commencing studies in accounting. Data are
collected more broadly by field of education study (i.e. ‘Management and Commerce’). Typically,
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accounting has attracted a higher proportion of international students than other discipline areas in this broad
field of study given it is a discipline area that appears on the Critical Skills List for migration purposes. The
proportion of international students (70%) is therefore higher in a sample of accounting students compared
with the national average of 51% for the field of study reported by DEEWR (2010).
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Appendix
Extract from Questionnaire
† Use BLOCK LETTERS
† Mark only ONE BOX, unless instructed otherwise
† Use a DARK pen
Section A: About you
Q1. Your Gender? Male Female
Q2. Where is your permanent home residence? Australia Overseas
In what country is your permanent home?
Q3. If you indicated in response to question 2 that your permanent residence is
overseas, do you intend to seek
Permanent Residence in Australia on completion of your qualification? Yes No
Q4. Have you completed Year 12 Accounting as part of your studies towards the
Victorian Certificate of Education, (V.C.E.)? Yes No
Q5. Where did you study the first unit in accounting or equivalent?
A XXX
A XXX (Private provider)
A XXX Tafe
A Another Tafe
A Other (please specify)
Section A: Your Studies
Q1. Generic skills
From your studies in accounting so far, cross one number on each line below to indi-
cate the degree to which your studies have contributed to your development of the
generic skills listed below. 1 ¼ no contribution, while 5 ¼ great contribution.
The ability to:
a. Work in a team
b. Make decisions
c. Solve problems
d. Adapt knowledge to new situations
e. Work with minimum supervision
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f. Understanding the ethics and social/cultural implications of decisions
g. Question accepted wisdom
h. Be open to new ideas and possibilities
i. Think and reason logically
j. Think creatively
k. Make and take responsibility in moral, social & practical matters
l. Other (please specify)
∗Please note: A student will collect your completed questionnaire and seal it in an
envelope. The questionnaires will be locked away securely until the results in this unit
are finalised. This will ensure that students completing the questionnaire can be confident
that their completion of the questionnaire in no way influences their result in the unit.
∗This statement is consistent with the requirements of the Ethics approval for the research
project.
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